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Syllable structure in Khasi with special reference to Shelia 

Abstract 

‘Khasi’ is a term which stands for both the tribe and the language spoken by the tribe. 
Khasi, belong to Monkhmer language of Austro-Asiatic language family and is mainly 
spoken by people inhabited in the Khasi and Jaintia Hills of Meghalaya. Khasi has a good 
deal of dialect variations which are mainly attributed to regional location. This paper focuses 
on the Syllable structure of Khasi with special reference to Sheila, one of the varieties of 
Khasi language spoken in the East Khasi Hills of Meghalaya. This paper is divided into three 
sections; i) Definition of a syllable ii) T ypes of syllables: a) Open and Close b) Heavy and 
Light iii) and Syllabic Structures: a) Monosyllables b) Disyllables c) Trisyllables 

Keyword are Austro-Asiatic, Syllable, Monosyllable, Disyllable, Trisyllable 

Introduction 

Sheila is a village situated in the War Khasi area bordering Bangladesh. This study 
will focus only on one phonological aspect which will be on the Syllable structure of this 
variety. Apart from documenting Standard Khasi and Pnar (Jowai), there has been limited 
research work done with regards to Sheila’s Phonology. Since there are limited works 
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documented for this variety, it is difficult for the native speaker to be aware and be familiar 
with the Syllable structures that exists in their own variety. It is also a problem for the future 
research scholars as there is not so much literature available for reference. 

Previous work 

Dhar, (2012) was an unpublished Thesis which was a comparative study between 
Lamin and Sheila varieties of Khasi. It is to be mentioned that in this work, the syllable 
structure of both the varieties was not included. The study focused only on the Phonemic 
Inventory which included vowels, consonants and diphthongs at the phonological level. 

Khyriem, (2001) was a study about the Syllable structure in Khasi varieties. Some of 
the points are incorporated in this study. 

Purpose and contribution 

The purpose of this study is to contribute to the Sheila community in particular and 
the Khasi community in general. This study purports to give a classification and identification 
of the Syllable types and Syllable structure. 

An Overview of Sheila 

Before highlighting the classification of Syllables in Sheila, it is necessary to have an 
overview of the Sheila community 

Introduction 

War Sheila, is situated in the steep slope of Khasi hills adjacent to Bangladesh. War 
Sheila consists of many nearby villages that fall under Sheila confederacy. Sheila 
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confederacy was also known as the ‘Confederacy Arphewlai shnong’ and it’s a union of 23 
villages in Sheila Area. Below are the 23 villages that are of the same culture .They are 

1. Mawdon 2. Mawkhan 3. Nonglait 4. Sinai 5. Synnei Nilang 6. Synnei Pathein 7. 

Lyngkhom 8. Tyngnger 9. Thieddieng 10. Mawphu ll.Umeit 12. Nongriat 13. 

Mynteng 14. Ramdait 15. Tyma 16. Nongkroh 17. Tynrong 18. Umtlang 19. 

Nongbah 20. Dewsaw 21. Nongtrai 22. Nongwar 23. Mustoh and finally Shala. 

Geographical location 

Sheila falls under the Shella-bholaganj block in the East Khasi Hills District. The most 
important physiographic features of the district is the Shillong Plateau interspersed with river 
valley, then fall sharply in the southern portion forming deep gorges and ravine in 
Mawsynram and Shella-Bholaganj block bordering Bangladesh. 

Demographic profile of Sheila 

According to 2011 census, Sheila- bholaganj block has an area of 41710 hectares or 417.1 
sq. kms. Sheila subdivision population is estimated to be approximately 54383 where 
Male population is 27652 and female population is 26731.Sheila is 96 km away from its 
main town Shillong. Languages found in Sheila are Khasi, Garo, Hindi and some other 
Indo-Aryan Languages. 

Social composition 

Sheila is one of the tribes which belong to the Austro-Asiatic race. Like Khasi, Sheila 
also practice matriliny. The youngest daughter inherits the ancestral property provided 
she takes care of the aged parents. Marriage and birth are celebrated not only to the 
family, but the entire community. Severe punishment is given to people who got married 
within the clan, since this is completely prohibited. Likewise marriage, death of a person 
is not only a loss to the family, but is also mourned by the community as a whole. This 
shows that Sheila is a community where people share a close bond. Elaborate rituals are 
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held, in the presence of family members and loved ones of the deceased. Before 
Christianity came to this place, the remains of the dead body is cremated. According to 
Christian practice, at present, the body is buried according to Christian rituals. 

The staple food of Sheila is rice. Fish and meat are also the food items which is 
consumed on a regular basis, like the any other tribes in the North-East; rice-beer is 
fermented at home. The main products that are found in Sheila are betelnut, oranges, 
limestone and etc. 

Earlier in the olden days, men of this clan dressed like Hindus, the men wore a 
jainboh and a turban and they display their culture through the way they dress in a 
traditional way. A woman dressed and still dresses like khasi women. Their home 
clothes include a long frock worn under a jainkyrshah ’ which is an outer garment. At 
present, their dress, especially the younger generation is influenced by the western 
style. 

Syllable” 

A syllable is a unit of spoken language consisting of a single uninterrupted sound 
formed by a vowel, diphthong, or syllabic consonant alone, or by any of these sounds 
preceded, followed, or surrounded by one or more consonants. The syllable is a 
basic unit of speech studied on both the phonetic and phonological levels of analysis. 

Phonetically, Roach (2000) defines a syllable as “syllables are usually described as 
consisting of a centre which has little or no obstruction to air flow and which sounds 
comparatively loud; before and after that centre (i.e. at the beginning and end of the 
syllable), there will be greater obstruction to air flow” 
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Phono logically Laver (1994) defines the syllable as “a complex unit made up of 
nuclear and marginal elements”. 

The syllable (conventionally marked as small Greek sigma: (a) has two immediate 
constituents - the Onset (O), which includes any consonants that precede the nuclear 
element (the vowel), and the Rhyme (R), which subsumes the nuclear element (the 
vowel) as well as any marginal elements (consonants) that might follow it. The Rhyme, in 
turn, further branches into Peak (P), also known as Nucleus (N), and Coda (Co). The Peak 
(Nucleus), as the designation suggests, represents the “nuclear” or most sonorous element 
in a syllable. The Coda includes all consonants that follow the Peak in a syllable. Syllable 
structure may be represented graphically by means of a “tree diagram”. 



Onset 


Nucleus cod 


Syllable in Khasi 

Crystal (2008) defines syllable as a unit of pronunciation typically larger than a single 
sound and smaller than a word. 

Pike (1943), defines a syllable as “.... a single unit of movement of the lung initiator.... 
which includes but one crest of speech”. 

Khasi has three types of Syllable Structure; they are Monosyllabic, Disyllabic and 
Trisyllabic. Khasi allows up to three syllables in a word, more than three is not 


permissible. The Syllable Structure in Khasi is (C) (C) V (C) where the onset and the 
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coda are optional. There are also different Syllable types; they are i) Open and Close 
Syllable and ii) Light and Heavy syllable. 


Syllable Structure in Khasi 

Since, in Khasi most of the root words are in monosyllabic form, hence, to identify 
the types of syllables in Khasi, only monosyllabic words are taken into consideration. 
There are three types of Syllable Structure in Khasi they are, Monosyllabic, Disyllabic 
and Trisyllabic. 


The Monosyllable Structure consist of the following structures, 


V, CV, CCV, VC, cvc, ccvc. 

V CV CCV VC cvc ccvc 

/u/ ‘3SgM’ /ki/ ‘PL’ /kba/ ‘paddy’ /ur/ ‘fell’ /sop/ ‘cover /trap/ ‘hut’ 

The Disyllable Structure consists of the following structures 

V$CV V$CVC CV$CV CVSCVC 

/ibha/ ‘like’ /adoi],/ ‘prohibit’ /para/ ‘sist/bro’ /sagsm/ ‘stubborn’ 

/isi?/ ‘hate’ /dara/ ‘tent’ /duwan/ ‘altar’ 


cvcscv ccvscvc cvcscvc cvcsccv 

/minta/ ‘now’ /briso?/ ‘fruit grove’ /matla?/ ‘blind’ /pinpra/ ‘destroy’ 

/samla/ ‘youth’ /donbor/ ‘powerfull’ 

The Trisyllable structure consists of the following structures 


vcscvscv cvcscvscvc cvcscvcscvc 


/atluk h i/ ‘obstinate’ /donburom/ ‘honorable’ /noVsinpap/ ‘contribute 

6.1.1 Types of Syllables: 

Based on the given data for monosyllabic structures, it was observed that Khasi has Open 
and closed syllables as well as light and heavy syllable types. 
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An open syllable is a syllable which ends with a vowel, resulting in the long vowel sound. 
There is no consonant sound that follows it. 

A closed syllable is a syllable that ends with a short consonant sound. Vowel is followed 
by a consonant. 

According to Clements and Keyser (1983) a light syllable is “—a syllable which ends in a 
single short vowel”. 

Clements and Keyser (1983) define a heavy syllable as” —a syllable which ends in a long 
vowel, a diphthong, or else a short vowel followed by a consonant”. 

Based on the definition given above we will consider the following examples: 

Open and Closed Syllables 

Open Syllable: An Open Syllable is the one which does not have a coda consonant. It 
occurs in the V and VC structure in Khasi. 

V CV 

/u/ ‘3SgM’ /pa/ ‘father’ 

/i/ ‘dim.’ /ka/‘3SgF’ 

Close Syllable: A Syllable with a branching rime is a Close Syllables i.e. one with the 
coda. It occurs in the VC, CVC and CCVC structure as illustrated below: 

VC CVC CCVC 

/i?/ ‘ripe’ /sa?/ ‘stay’ /kjat/ Teg’ 

/urn/ ‘water’ /dum/ ‘dark’ /sdarj/ ‘to begin’ 

6.1.3 Light and Heavy Syllables 
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Light Syllables: A Light Syllable is the one which has a short vowel as the nucleus 
with or without coda. Light Syllables occurs in V and CVC structure as shown below: 

V CVC 

/i/‘dim.’ /kam/ ‘work 

/sam/ ‘to pierce’ 

Heavy Syllables: A Heavy Syllable is a Syllable type which consist a long vowel or a 
diphthong. Heavy Syllable occurs in CVV and CVVC structures as illustrated: 

CVV CVVC 

/ja:/ ‘rice’ /kiar/ ‘avoid’ 

/da:/ ‘care’ /wiar/ ‘bark’ 

Syllable in Sheila 

Comparatively like Khasi, Sheila which is one of the varieties of the Khasi language, the 
existence of three Syllable Structures are observed; these are Monosyllabic, Disyllabic 
and Trisyllabic Syllable structure. Sheila also permits up to three syllables in a word. The 
Syllable Structure in Sheila is (C) (C) V (C) where the onset and the coda are optional. 

There are also different Syllable types; they are i) Open and Close Syllable and ii) Light 

and Heavy syllable. 

Syllable structure in Sheila 

Monosyllabic: Within the Monosyllabic structure there are different structures like V, 
VC, CV, CVC, CCV, CCVC and structure. Below are the examples:- 


V 

Id ‘see’ 



VC 

/im/ ‘live’ 

/or)/ ‘say’ 

/um/ ‘water’ 

CVV 

/ba:/ ‘father’ 

/ja:/ ‘rice’ 

/la:/ ‘leaf 

CVC 

/rag/ ‘stand’ 

/dip/ ‘fire’ 

/so?/ ‘fruit’ 
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CCV /pla:/ ‘bag’ /dpe:/ ‘fireplace /jge:/ ‘swim’ 

CCVC /knup/‘rain hat’ /kjst/ ‘leg’ /krsg/‘forest’ 

Disyllabic: Within the Disyllabic structure there are different structures like V$CV, 

v$cvc, cv$cv, cv$cvc, cvc$cv, ccv$cvc, ccvcscv, cv$ccvc, 

CVC$CVC, CV$CCV and CCVC$CVC. Below are the examples:- 
V$CV /iti/‘few’ /une/‘this’(for masculine)’ 

VSCVC /esit/ ‘hate’ 

CV$CV /sare/ ‘cheek’ /kato/ ‘river’ /bali/ ‘pillow’ 

CV$CVC /japo?/ ‘frog’ /Jlbon/ ‘many’ /sagam/ ‘cold’ 

CVC$CV /pOrsa/ ‘son/daughter in law’/satte/ ‘ring’ /kamnu/ ‘how’ 

CCV$CVC /k h malig/ ‘children /sgusi?/ ‘sad’ 

CCVCSCV /snspdi/ ‘bark’ /t h namja/ ‘boiled rice’ 

CV$CCVC /hapdsg/ ‘middle’ /bajrog/ ‘tall’ /bajlur/ ‘brave’ 

CVC$CVC/sawdog/ ‘square’ /bonkam/ ‘busy’ /so?dag/ ‘neck’ 

CV$CCV /bakla/ ‘mistake’ /jasge/ ‘lunch’ 

CCVCSCVC /sn0wdur/ ‘ugly’ /snspko?/ ‘skin’ 

Tri syllables: Within the Trisyllabic structure there are different structures like 
CV$CV$CV, CV$CV$CVC 

CV$CVC$CV, CVC$CVC$CV, CVC$CV$CV. Below are the examples:- 
CV$CV$CV /Jbrotc/ ‘fingers’ 

CV$CV$CVC /nadokor/ ‘coconut’ /paralok/ ‘friend’ 

CV$CVC$CV /Jlmsnbu/ ‘siblings’ /disolla/ ‘shoulder’ 

CVC$CVC$CV /biskuri/ ‘boil’ 

CVC$CV$CV /jiagt h ada/ ‘spider’ 


7.2 Types of Syllables 


IJELLH (International Journal of English Language, Literature in Humanities) Vol. 7, Issue 4, April 2019 


766 


There are two types of syllables in Sheila. They are Open and close syllable and heavy 
and light syllable 

Open syllable types are found in V and CV structures. 

Example: 

V CV 

/e/ ‘see’ /ju/ ‘sour’ 

/ba/ ‘father’ 

Close syllables types are found in VC structure. 

Example 

VC 

hi! ‘cut’ 

/at/ ‘swell’ 

/op/‘say’ 

Heavy syllable: Heavy syllables are found in the CV, CCV, CVC and CCVC structures. 
Example: 

CV 

/bo:/ ‘grandmother’ 

/jia:/ ‘aunt’ 

/la:/ ‘leaf 
CCV 

ip'v.l ‘bones’ 

/kte:/ ‘hand’ 

/kpi:/ ‘necklace 
/Jna:/ ‘make’ 

/jge:/ ‘swim’ 


IJELLH (International Journal of English Language, Literature in Humanities) Vol. 7, Issue 4, April 2019 


767 


/sgo:/ ‘hear’ 

cvc 

/bat/ ‘spit’ 

/jiji/ ‘cloth’ 

/put/ ‘weed’ 

/Jit/ ‘cook’ 

/gam/ ‘deep’ 

ccvc 

/bjist/ ‘tooth’ 

/prom/ ‘wound’ 

/that/ ‘cling’ 

/snat/ ‘comb’ 

Light syllables are found in V and CV structures 
Example 
V 

/e/ ‘see’ 

CV 

/di/ ‘cane’ 

/Je/ ‘white 

Conclusion 

Sheila being one of the varieties of Khasi, it shares some similarities with Khasi in 
regard to the Syllable structure. It was found out that even the syllable types are the same. In 
Khasi, the structure of the syllable is permissible up to Trisyllabic words, likewise Sheila also 
exhibits the same structures. This study also highlighted the presence of two syllable types 
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found in both the varieties. The advantage of this work is that it will benefit the aspired 
research scholar who wished to explore and attempt to make establishments about the sound 
system of Sheila. Even though this study is limited to only one aspect of Phonology, there 
are ample opportunities to provide a better learning and knowledge on this aspect, as there are 
native speakers who want to capture the idea of what a syllable structure is like in their 
variety. It is to be noted that there is a need to explore more on the other aspects of 
Phonology as this work does not cover all the other important aspects. However, this study is 
expected to provide reference for future scholars who may be interested in this field. 
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